INTRODUCTION {#sec1-1}
============

Over the years, there has been an increasing emphasis on the need to develop communication skills amongst the health professionals.[@ref1] Communication skills are required for tasks such as interviewing patients to obtain medical history, explaining a diagnosis, prognosis, giving instruction and information to patients about to undergo diagnostic or therapeutic procedures and providing counseling to motivate the patients in the course of treatment. Closely associated with these are the interpersonal skills such as respect for patients, and ability to appreciate patients' ideas, values and concerns. An effective doctor-patient communication is vital for the achievement of the satisfaction of patients' needs and expectations.

The teaching of communication skills is emphasized a great deal at all levels of medical education in the western world. An increasing number of medical schools and regulatory agencies have underlined the need to develop communication skills amongst students, in order to establish effective communication with patients/relatives, health team members and the general public, including the media.[@ref2]

However, concerns have been expressed on the lack of training in Saudi Arabia, which has a mixed health manpower and a population, a large proportion of which is expatriate.[@ref3] There is therefore, the need to include communication skills in the curriculum of medical education, and also organize seminars and workshops to improve the performance of practising doctors.[@ref4]

The College of Medicine, King Faisal University (KFU), Saudi Arabia, follows a conventional curriculum. A course on communication skills is taught in Family and Community Medicine. It is also mentioned in the course specification document throughout the curriculum. The teaching of communication skills is synchronized with clinical teaching and assessment. However, the general feeling is that this is inadequate, there being a gap between what is taught and what is practised. Thus, it was felt that the teaching of communication skills across board should be improved.

The Medical Education Unit of the College of Medicine, King Faisal University has organized workshops for faculty on various themes, such as curriculum planning, teaching learning strategy, student assessment and the writing of MCQs. In continuation of its earlier efforts, the Unit decided to organize a one-day workshop particularly for medical teachers, teachers from dental, nursing and applied medical sciences, as well as interns and students in the final years (5^th^ and 6^th^ level). This was indeed to demonstrate the role of communication skills in a multi-professional setting and also to raise awareness of a large number of people in the limited time available.

METHOD {#sec1-2}
======

Letters were sent to the Chairpersons of various departments/colleges of medicine, dental, nursing and applied medical sciences to nominate members of their departments to participate in the workshop. Posters were also put up to publicize the workshop. The response was overwhelming, with the registration of 168 participants and a good mix of males (101) and females (67). Out of 168 participants, 113 were faculty members, 12 were interns and 43 were students, belonging to 5^th^ or 6^th^ level of the MBBS course.

The objectives of the workshop were to outline the principles and role of communication in strengthening patient care, education and organizational effectiveness; to apply the principles to doctor-patient interaction and adopt strategies for the handling of specific communication issues, namely, breaking bad news, providing counseling and dealing with conflicts. The topics/sessions included in the workshop as well as with the strategy adopted for each session are shown in the [Table 1](#T1){ref-type="table"}. The resource faculty consisted of three faculty members from the Medical Education Unit and a consultant from psychiatry involved in the counseling of patients. All participants were supplied with a folder containing handouts and a list of reading materials including excerpts of lead articles from journals relevant to the theme of the workshop. The lectures were interactive and were supplemented with video-demonstrations on different models of patient-doctor relationship (paternalistic, consumerist, default and mutuality) and how to break bad news. The session on conflict management included role-play enacted by the resident doctors depicting successful and unsuccessful modes of resolving a conflict between a consultant and a chairperson of a department. During the last session, a questionnaire was administered to the participants to evaluate the program.
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RESULTS {#sec1-3}
=======

A feedback from 81 participants out of total 168 who registered for the workshop (48.2% response) was obtained. [Table 2](#T2){ref-type="table"} shows the analysis of the feedback received from the respondents. This indicates that the program was largely successful in attaining the objectives. Most of the respondents either 'strongly agreed' or 'agreed' that the overall goals of the workshop had been well-defined, the content relevant to their practice, the speakers resourceful, duration adequate, and venue convenient. However, participants wanted more hands-on experience and group activities rather than didactic presentations. The major strengths of the workshop were the quality of presentations made and the role-play, which stimulated the interest of the participants. The deficiency observed was that some examples, especially of the video demonstrations were not relevant to the local context. Many participants also felt that more group work was required.
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Feedback from the participants (N=81)
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On the topics to be included or emphasized in future workshops, the participants cited "breaking bad news", counseling, ethical aspects, interpersonal relationship, critical thinking, decision-making, team building, body language and stress management.

DISCUSSION {#sec1-4}
==========

Our experience of the one-day workshop was by and large successful, considering that it was our maiden attempt to raise the awareness of all faculty. Participants' request to include more group activities needs to be taken seriously. The lack of space hindered the organization of group work. However, it is expected that future workshops would be more "intensive" rather than "extensive". The comment on lack of relevance of video clips to the local context also needs to be addressed, since clips produced in the west are not always relevant in the Islamic world. For instance, advice to make eye contact and awareness of body language in communicating with female patients would have different connotations in this culture. We recognize the need to develop resource material that would be relevant to the local context.

Experience across the world suggests that training would certainly contribute to the development of skills. Studies have shown a positive relationship between exposure, confidence and performance of students with respect to training in communication skills.[@ref5] While some medical schools have designed courses exclusively for communication skills, others have integrated them in clinical courses.[@ref6] The authors at Mayo Clinic, report a specially designed curriculum for new faculty in the Department of Internal Medicine.[@ref7]

Based on the availability of resources, time and faculty, KFU should evolve its own model of training students, and improve faculty awareness.

The program evaluation indicates that this one-day workshop at King Faisal University was a small step taken in the right direction. Work with both teachers and students in a single forum was a means of creating the awareness at a low cost. However, further work is required to extend the scope of the workshop in terms of its content and quality. An evaluation of the impact of this workshop should also be carried out, but investing in the training of faculty is perhaps the best means of enhancing the quality of patient care in the region.

The workshop was funded and supported by King Faisal University, Dammam.
